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Implications for Public Libraries
There is evidence of unionization in the field of public librarianship as
early as 1917, according to Library Literature. One attempt occurred in New
York and another in Detroit. Given the infancy of public librarianship at the
time and the fact that staffs were often made up of women just out of high
school and trained by the public libraries themselves, there was little hope for
a successful conclusion to such efforts. The social class from which these
young ladies had been selected, their complete identification with their public
libraries, and their genteel surroundings gave them little reason for identifi-
cation with the labor movement. The labor movement was not something that
one thought well of in those days anyway.
The real impetus for labor unions in libraries came at the time of the
replacement of the last of the library-educated librarians by their master's-
degree-holding colleagues, and at the time of the major movement of unions
into the white-collar field. In the case of New York this white-collar move-
ment was helped by the establishment of the Public Employees' Relations
Board (PERB), which dealt with labor unionization and made unions of public
employees legal for the first time in the state of New York. In New York
City, in which there are three private corporate libraries, the staffs saw benefit
after benefit extended to city employees while their administrators had to
fight to have them extended to libraries. When, for example, pensions were
given to other city employees, the librarians were not included. The same
thing occurred in the extension of Social Security, hospitalization, health plan,
and career-salary plan benefits to librarians. Under the prevailing system,
library employees not only lacked the benefits of a civil-service-protected
tenure, but also suffered from a weakened bargaining position when benefits
were handed out to other city employees.
Of course, long before the institution of unions, staff concerns in many
libraries were expressed through a mechanism called a staff association. The
actual name varies from library to library, but generally a staff association is
an organization of staff members who seek to bring the interests of the staff
to the attention of the library administration. Since their positions are not
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legally enforceable, these staff associations exist through the sufferance of the
administrators of those libraries. And because these staff associations often use
the library mail, library paper, and library time for meetings, they are in fact
organizations which have to be responsive to the administrators. One of the
reasons, for example, that the staff of the Brooklyn Public Library went
outside the library to look for a union was that the staff association was
unable to get the administration to act on the question of a thirty-five hour
week.
The success of the staff association mechanism, therefore, depends to
too great an extent on the responsiveness of the library director. And library
directors who are perfectly willing to recognize staff demands found them-
selves unable to react by reason of trustee adamancy or city refusal to take
action.
There are now unions in almost every large city public library, but
library governance is so varied and different from city to city that one cannot
point to a typical library union. Indeed, one can go further and say public
library governance makes unionization a special problem in public libraries.
One public library, for example, may be governed as a private corpo-
ration by a board of trustees, as in New York City, with no ties to the city
except those surrendered by contract. It may be governed by an entirely free
self-perpetuating board of trustees supported by an endowment, as is the New
York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. Even though it
has a board of trustees, a public library may operate as a direct city
department, with its employees gaining benefits at the same time as other city
employees as in Los Angeles, Philadelphia and Chicago with full civil service
status. A public library may be a school district based public library with an
elected board of trustees or trustees appointed by the board of education, as
is true of Cleveland and of many of the libraries on Long Island.
It should be obvious from this discussion that the library-union relation-
ship is simple only for an organization with an autonomous governing body
which controls the funds to carry out its power. In all other situations the
public library finds itself in the position of adding by unionization yet
another layer of governance to an already confused picture. An interesting
case in point is the District of Columbia, where the library is responsible to a
board of trustees, to both houses of Congress, to the District of Columbia
government, to the U.S. Civil Service Commission, to the Commission on
Human Rights, etc. With whom do you bargain in a situation like that? How
does the public make its needs felt? How do you give library service under
those conditions?
Look at the school district public library for example, with a board of
trustees appointed by the board of education. With whom does the staff
negotiate a salary increase? It could be with the board of education, which
PUBLIC LIBRARIES 119
might overlook essential library needs, with the board of trustees, which might
have to seek the approval of the board of education and then negotiate with
the city to get the funds to implement the increase, or with the municipality
itself. In some cases, it could well be with all of these.
But already the public libraries in all jurisdictions are beset and besieged
by an astounding plethora of city regulations, state laws, federal regulations,
and their own 'rules and regulations. These rules and regulations may say that
there must be a bathroom in a building of given size, or that there must be a
couch in a given place. In the state of New York there must be a librarian on
the premises in any professionally run library at all times that the library is
open. At least forty-two hours of service must be given weekly in a public
library in the state of New York. Federal regulations determine how we will
spend Library Services and Construction Act funds. And libraries have their
own rules and regulations, which are approved by the board of trustees and
must, of course, be legal under the existing state, city and federal statutes. To
this tangle of laws and regulations, unionism adds yet another layer.
The result is that the needs of the federal government for financial
probity are met. The state rules governing education are met. The city's need
to parcel out funds with care is met. The need of the staff to have a voice in
their own future is met. The one end that these many invaders of public
library governance do not strive to meet is library service.
We have a very interesting situation in New York. In the Queens
Borough Public Library the city is in fact doing a lot of negotiating directly
with the union. We have representatives who sit in with the city on these
discussions, so it is not likely that the needs of service will be overlooked in
this particular type of arrangement, nor in the many similar types of arrange-
ments which are possible here. In the case of the Brooklyn Public Library the
employees negotiate with their board for those benefits such as certain
types of leave or breaks which the trustees have not already given under the
contract. All of the money questions, on the other hand, must be negotiated
with the City of New York at the bargaining table. The trustees really get lost
in this process. In spite of the fact that they are the titular heads of the
corporation and presumably have all the power of that corporation and these
are corporations in a very real sense they have in fact nothing to say about
the negotiating process when money is involved.
My negotiating experience has included both sides of the table. I was
president of the staff association of the Brooklyn Public Library at one time,
although our negotiations were just minimal since they were then at the
sufferance of the administration. As a member of the union executive team at
St. John's University, I negotiated with the administration. I can't say that I
enjoy this kind of thing, mainly because the situation is and has to be an
antagonistic one. In many cases, for example, there will be members of the
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staff who will be more militant than the union leader, and as a result he has
to take a very strong position vis-a-vis the administration to show that he is
not taking any guff. As a result a lot of the negotiations are simply and
purely play acting and for effect. It is only when you get past that stage and
start putting things down on paper that you will find you are really moving
forward.
Unionization has brought another disturbing element into the
governance of public libraries: the impartial arbitrator. This is a person who
stands above the city, state, library, and union and renders judgments on the
appropriateness of given actions taken by the library. What happens if some
arbitrator says public libraries can't be open at night or at times when the
public can use them? This can be effected, simply, by requiring that given
numbers of staff in certain classifications e.g., custodians must be on the
premises during given hours, and then denying you that staff. We had exactly
that situation in the District of Columbia, where the arbitrating team decided
that no library could be open without a custodian on the premises. No staff
member other than the custodian could be asked to lock the door. In the case
of illness or absences we had to close the library until we could get a
custodian on the premises. If an arbitrator says that Sabbath observers must
be hired and placed in assignments, that means there is no staff in some cases
on Saturday and Sunday. My concern may be unreasonable, but there are
dangers when persons totally unaware of the needs of library service make
decisions that concern libraries.
In the first union experience I had in Brooklyn we anticipated that we
would be spending an awful lot of time handling grievances, and we were
right. Everybody who feels that he has been somehow wronged files a
grievance, and that ties up you, your staff, and everybody along the line while
it is being resolved. The union leaders have not been very responsible in this
area. They do not say to their members that they think something should not
go forward. They permit anything to go forward as an example of what the
union can do for its members, and hours are spent handling formal grievances
over questions which could easily be settled informally. Grievances multiply
and they continue to come. If people are not supposed to be able to grieve
about something, they grieve about not being able to grieve about it. And you
find yourself then going through the whole process, up to an arbitrator, to get
a question resolved about whether or not the contract does indeed say you
can grieve about a particular issue or you cannot. Even when the arbitrator
has decided the issue it will come up again another way.
Most arbitration proceedings take at least a full day, and they may take
several days. We had a case recently where a library staff member was found
to be off the library premises when he should have been at his branch. He
was suspended on the spot for being away from his assigned post without
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prior approval. He grieved. It went up the whole ladder to the arbitrator, and
we spent three days with witnesses, testimony, and paid lawyers to get the
arbitrator to tell us we did the right thing.
Generally, administrators don't go to arbitration; arbitration is usually
employed by the union. We try desperately not to take cases that we are
going to lose, unless there is some principle involved that requires arbitration.
We try to get things settled beforehand if at all possible.
While the library press is wont to be excessively promotive of library
unionism, and the spokesmen for these unions are often professional
librarians, the public library unions are hardly professional in their stance,
since they generally include all grades and classes of staff. In seeking the
lowest common denominator to satisfy its entire constituency, the union
tends to be conservative in its policies on extended hours, Sunday hours, and
late night service, which the public and city officials would like to see libraries
provide.
The manpower cost of the unionization of libraries has been enormous.
Negotiations, grievance handling and arbitration are expensive and inter-
minable. In a situation like this we pay all the costs, because even the union
leaders are paid for by the library. We currently have a case in which the city
of New York is refusing to recognize the right of a staff member who is party
to the grievance to appear at an arbitration session on library time. The union
is taking us and the city to the highest court in the land, in this case PERB,
to argue this issue. They ask that every employee be able to appear at
arbitration sessions on library time. This is public time, and it is not our time
to give away. We can't just say that someone can take a couple of weeks off
for union business, or for any business for that matter.
Unionization has, however, been less of a problem than anticipated by
prognosticates of gloom and doom in the recent past. Unions have resulted in
more evenhanded treatment of staff by municipalities, trustees and admini-
strators. Union leaders have on the whole been aware of and responsive to the
library and its needs.
Many libraries have awakened much too late to the need to be con-
cerned with responding to the needs of staff. It is really too bad that
administrators and trustees did not have the will, the ability, or the skill to
get it done earlier. On the other hand, this may be an unfair comment, for
today's mood favors unionization. It would be a staff which did not care
much for itself which did not unionize in the face of unionization by the
police, firefighters, school teachers, and everybody else. This is a movement
that is going on and will go on in the future, and I expect that more and
more different kinds of staff will become members of unions in the library
field.
